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Introduction
This article examines the practice of arranged marriages from the perspective of Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi women resident in Britain. It will interrogate the assumption that arranged marriages always suppress women's agency and choice. Drawing upon empirical research, this article will highlight the negotiations that are part of arranged marriages by describing the ways in which women work within the framework of a joint family in order to exercise their personal choices and aspirations through marriage. It will contest the orthodoxies surrounding the role of women in arranged marriages by showing that in the practice of arranged marriage, some Asian women are not always passive actors, but are capable of navigating their way around cultural expectations in service of aims that suits them Puar (1995, 24) calls the 'universal arranged marriage', which views arranged marriage as a characteristic of male dominated and 'underdeveloped' societies and conflates it with the practice of forced marriage. Research ( Stopes-Roe and Cochrane 1990; Shaw 2000; Raj 2003 ) has documented that arranged 4 marriages are not the same as forced marriages. At the onset, it is important to make clear the distinction between arranged and forced marriages. In arranged marriages, the parents and relatives of the person concerned take the lead in introducing them to a prospective spouse and the choice to agree or disagree with the choice of the match is always present. In current arranged marriage practices the two people involved are encouraged to meet with each other in chaperoned or unchaproned dates to find out if they are suited as marriage partners. It is only when both parties agree that the marriage takes place. South Asians make a distinction between arranged marriages and 'love marriages'; where the latter do not always include the active involvement of the parents and other relatives in the arrangement. In contrast, forced marriage practices provide no such opportunities and are performed without the full consent of the two people getting married. Both men and women can be victims of forced marriages (www.gov.uk/forced-marriage). They are most commonly contracted in the UK under the sole direction of the family elders who against the wishes of the individuals concerned seek favourable forms of inheritance in family property or wish to continue traditions such as cousin marriages.
This portrayal is based on an image of what
In this article, I argue that there is a need to theorise arranged marriage practices and the role of agency and power in the lives of women from lenses other that those that cast South-Asian women as victims of their cultures. All societies, whether patriarchal or otherwise, are complex assemblages where everyday life involves compromise, negotiation and flexibility in the dealings between men and women. For me, culture 1 provides the grounding for mapping out the power balance between the sexes. As such, I believe that feminism, if understood as a strategy for shifting the unequal power balance between men and women, also has its cultures of adaptation. For post-colonial feminists the struggles of women are better recognized by looking carefully at ways in which they work within their extant cultural norms.
I use the term post-colonial here to refer to black and Asian feminists who have addressed the intersections of ethnicity, class and 'race' in feminist politics such as Chandra
Talpade Mohanty (1991 Mohanty ( ,2003 , bell hooks (1993),Prathibha Parmar (1982) , Avtar Brah (1996 ), Patricia Hill Collins (1998 , Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1998) and Maivân Clech Lâm (1994) .I prefer the usage of the term post-colonial feminists over black and minority ethnic feminists. This is because a postcolonial and more generally a poststructuralist mode of thinking provides me with a vocabulary to rethink the practice of arranged marriage through a more fluid epistemological foundation of negotiation, translation and hybridity (Rose 1995) in contrast to a more fixed ontological approach of essentialism and origin which is implied by the terms black and minority ethnic.
The significant question for me is, not how women can radically change their lives by an outright rejection of their cultural practices but how they navigate those existing norms, which to some eyes may seem oppressive and patriarchal (for example arranged marriages, the head scarf), to suit their life's hopes and ambitions and what reliance they seek from their religious and cultural heritages. In this article, I will highlight that women who opt for an arranged marriage are not just passively following cultural diktats but are capable of steering their way around cultural expectations to achieve what they want from a marriage. They do this, by modifying the existing norms of marriage in their culture to shift the balance of power in their favour. In this way, they are able to shape and articulate their own ideas about a post-colonial feminism that is 'fit for purpose' for changing power relations in a largely patriarchal cultural setting. The argument is divided into three parts: part one will review the extant literature on women and arranged marriage practices, part two will present three vignettes from the arranged marriage experiences of South Asian women as examples to illustrate their takes on the significance of this practice in their lives, and part three will 6 analyse the case for a post-colonial feminism by drawing upon Veena Das' (2010) work on agency and John Allen's (2003) work on power.
Arranged Marriages and Women
The literature on arranged marriages among South Asian women has focussed on four main themes -the practice of dowry (Ballard 1990 (Ballard , 2001 Sheel 2005; Kalpagam 2005; Biao 2005) the immigrant status of women in a transnational marriage, (Menski 1999; Abraham 2005) consanguineous marriages (Shaw 2001 (Shaw , 2006 Charsley 2007; Gardner 2008; Kuper 2008) and-from the field of education research-the impact of education on the propensity to have an arranged marriage (Bhopal 1999 (Bhopal , 2000 .
Roger Ballard (1990 Ballard ( , 2001 ) has discussed the impact of dowry and kinship on the economic dynamics of transnational networks of South Asians. Ballard's work is based on fieldwork conducted in the 1970s and his analysis applies to early labour migration of male workers who, having settled in Britain, strategically arranged marriages or planned the migration of their wives, children and families to Britain. In more recent work, the Indian dowry system has been shown to have been instrumental in creating a global information technology (IT) force, where the dowry from an arranged marriage funds the passage of Indian IT professionals to the US in particular (Sheel 2005; Kalpagam 2005; Biao 2005 ).
There is also research that is concerned with the precarious immigration status of women in transnational arranged marriages. Research (Menski 1999; Abraham 2005) Studies in the field of education (Bhopal 1999 (Bhopal , 2000 have also concluded that although South Asian women with a higher education degree may be less inclined to have a traditional arranged marriage, there is also evidence to suggest that participation in higher education has provide women with the 'social capital' with which to negotiate their participation in arranged marriages (Bhopal 2011) . What is clear from this literature is that arranged marriages cannot simply be explained through the lens of economic migration, nor is the previous focus on the subjugation of women's agency satisfactory. It is also important to note that not all arranged marriages involve bringing together one partner living in Britain with 8 another living in South Asia. Many are arranged entirely among people resident in Britain and as such arranged marriages cannot just be understood as an immigration strategy. This as Shaw and Charsley (2006, 409) note, 'suggests that more subtle processes are at work than a simple recreation of the earlier phase of male-dominated labour migration within the constraints of current immigration restrictions.'
According to some authors (Carby 1982; Parmar and Amos 1982; Mohanty 1991) , the reason for some earlier academic focus on the usual suspects such as forces of tradition and patriarchy as factors guiding the prevalence of arranged marriages among South Asians, can be attributed to a simplistic understanding of feminism which takes an ethnocentric stance when approaching women's lives in non-western societies. Right wing media and commentators in the West, as Carby (1982, 216) argues can be party to an inherent commonsense racism which sees the western nuclear family structure and related ideologies of 'romantic love' formed under capitalism as more 'progressive' than black family structures. Some researchers while critiquing essentialism in ethnic and racial studies have described marriage as one of the most 'exotic racist categories' in accounts of South Asians in the UK (Sharma et al. 1996) .This has led to the 'pathologisation' of British Asian families where the 'trope of 'arranged marriage' circulates as a sign of [their] 'otherness' and as a site of intervention and domestication of that otherness' (Ahmed, 2006:273) .
The 'pathologisation' of British families can also be seen as a result of what Mohanty Research has shown how Asian women in Britain 'believe' in the institution of arranged marriage (Wilson 1978, 105) while being critical of some of the expectations that come with it (Bhopal 1999 (Bhopal , 2009 Ahmed 2007) . They actively negotiate their way around these expectations and in many cases adapt arrange marriage practices to suit their choice of a preferred spouse ( Jhutti 1998; Shaw 2000; Ahmed 2001 ). However, in work that has shown that women are able to exercise agency in relation to arranged marriages, the respondents have nearly always been identified as educated, middle class and religiously-modern minded women from India (Fuller and Narasimhan 2008; Mukhopadhyay, 2012) or of Indian origin in the west (Jhutti 1998; Raj 2003) . This article complements this research by showing that it is not just middle class women from India but also women from Pakistan and Bangladesh who are able to exercise choice and agency within an arranged marriage setting.
In what follows, I offer a more nuanced way of looking at arranged marriage and the role of women in its practice. I employ a post-colonial feminist approach to arranged marriages and show how it unsettles generalizations about the role of religious rules, the impact of parents/elders and the forces of tradition on the life choices of Asian women, when it comes to choosing a marriage partner.
Arranged marriages and women's agency: Three vignettes
In this section, I present vignettes from the lives of three women of Indian, Pakistani and In their stories, we find a discourse of personal choice as well as aspirations and dreams of a happy marital future which stands in stark contrast to the dominant portrayal of women in arranged marriages as disempowered channels for fulfilling kinship and cultural obligations. The experiences of these three women also highlight that even though arranged marriages are singled out as a 'key symbol' of the lack of integration of South Asian populations in Britain today, they are in fact an 'increasingly dynamic and socially negotiated practice' (Shaw 2006, 209) .
'I arranged my own marriage': Shabnam's story
Shabnam is a Bangladeshi woman. I met her at a local college where she attends classes to improve her English language skills. She was in her early thirties and was married with two young children. She was born and brought up in Bangladesh where she met her British-born What is apparent from this exchange is that, in the practice of arranged marriage,
Shabnam was not just a passive actor but had actively negotiated her way around cultural expectations in her own subtle way to realise her dream of becoming a modern woman. She worked within the framework of a joint family, and not against it, by cleverly moulding her parents' choice to fit with her wishes. She did not do this by just simply telling her parents who she wanted to marry because 'they don't do things like that' in her family. Instead, she worked with the joint-family structure, manipulating and negotiating her way around a culture which, though otherwise hostile to her speaking her mind directly, would happily submit to demands if made by following the proper channels of formality and ceremony.
Shabnam came across as an astute observer of her family politics and practices, so instead of telling her mother (a more obvious choice) about her wishes to marry a British Bangladeshi man, she chooses her elderly paternal aunt, who she knows commands respect from her father and whose opinion carries a lot of weight in her family. She chose her to convey her wishes to her father not only because she was viewed as having influence in decision making within the family but also because Shabnam knew that the idea of 'becoming modern' through marriage might appeal to an aunt who had encouraged her to study hard in school. Shabnam was sensitive to the significance of family honour and prestige in her culture hence the remark 'all parents deserve their izzat' where izzat translates as respect and the point about not coming across 'as shameless'. She managed to manoeuvre her father's desire for her marriage and also his izzat by carefully orchestrating the arrangement of her marriage in her favour. Shabnam's story highlights the delicate negotiations that are part of an arranged marriage. She arranged her own marriage to enable her to embrace a version of modernity that she wanted to become part of by immigrating to Britain. She is also aware of the power that comes with becoming modern. She says it is only when you are modern that men take you seriously.
Here it is worth noting that modernity, for her was defined in terms of progression towards a more westernised mode of being, one which is described in terms of catching up to the goods (as in material culture) and goods ( 
Arranged marriage and community: Kanta's story
Kanta describes herself as British-Indian and has been married to Alok,an Indian born orthopaedic surgeon for four years. She is in her mid twenties and works as a chemist in a pharmaceutical company. She is originally from London where her mother and sisters still live. She describes herself as being from a Hindu-Punjabi middle-class family. She told me that she met Alok at a friend's wedding in London. He had been in the UK to advance his professional training. Kanta explains that her marriage is a modern kind of arranged marriage, in that she 'arranged to fall in love' with the right person. Growing up in an Asian family in London, she said she 'knew what her boundaries were' especially in terms of who she 'could go out with'. She described how she was lucky that she fell in love with a Hindu Punjabi boy. She also explained that her mother is a single parent bringing up three daughters on her own in a foreign country and as such it was important for Kanta as the eldest child to be an example for her younger siblings 'by not going against all cultural expectations'. She clarified that cultural expectations weren't just the usual caste, class and religion concerns but also about not 'being rash' when choosing to marry someone. According to her, a marriage will only last if 'you think with your head and your heart'.
Kanta's marriage has all the hallmarks of an arranged marriage: religious, ethnic, and kinship links. However, Kanta's marriage was not arranged for her by others. Rather, Kanta arranged her own marriage according to her own desire to forge an identity within a particular community. Kanta appeared to have a very clear idea of the importance of the decision to get married and how it would determine the future shape of her life. She used the term 'institution' when referring to marriage. She explained that she had rationally thought through the decision to get married and that although she did fall in love first with the man who would eventually become her husband, it was not just based on an impulse:
Kanta: Marriage is not a joke..it is not something we take lightly ..especially in our culture..it is for life and so ...well for seven lives according to Hinduism (laughs). I wasn't in a hurry neither to fall in love nor to get married. And when I met Alok...I really liked him ..it sounds strange but I did weigh the pros and cons of this arrangement… see marriage is an arrangement , whether you fall in love or not…isn't it? Especially in modern times .. One had to see whether the institution of marriage was going to work for me in that period in my life and I reasoned to myself yes it would..that I wanted a life partner and that it was going to be Alok and he did fit the bill.
In the above discussion with Kanta, what becomes apparent is that the reason why she decided to get married was based on a reflexive understanding of the value of the practice of marriage. She recalled that she discussed the pros and cons of the institution of marriage and whether it would work for her. She referred to having a 'plan' about what course her life would take, she wanted to 'play her cards right' and 'not hurry into getting married' as this would have adverse consequences for her biographical narrative which was geared towards 'making a success of her life'. Consequently, her marriage decision was a result of careful thought and planning to steer her life in a particular direction and build a shared sense of self and identity as part of a married couple. However within this framework of managing one's identity as a project (Giddens, 1991) and crafting a biographical narrative, Kanta also drew upon the resources of her culture. For example, she referred to how 'in her culture' marriage is not a decision they take lightly. She was convinced that her individual agency was involved in her rational decision to get married and that there was also an element of chance as she had fallen in love with Alok. She claimed that she had an arranged and love marriage -this is because she was able to exercise a degree of self-censure by 'arranging to fall in love' with a person who would fit in her family's criteria of who could make her ideal partner. She would not have crossed certain boundaries and upset her family by for example marrying somebody who was in her words not 'very family orientated'. Family approval of her chosen partner was important for her, she wanted to marry somebody who could be a father figure to her younger sisters and support her mother in her old age. One could also argue that growing up in an all women household without a father had an impact on Kanta's view on the significance of making the 'right choice' when it comes to marriage. The social premium of being part of a community that comes with having an arranged marriage was thus a significant factor in her plan for a married life. Kanta explained: Khadija was able to convince her parents to not arrange her marriage with a close cousin, but explained that her demand put extra pressure on her parents because when cousin marriage is the norm, any reluctance to follow the practice is seen as 'failing your culture' and its expectations. A compromise was reached when her childhood friend suggested that her family was looking for a bride for her brother and that perhaps Khadija and her family members would be interested. She did confess that she was lucky to be able to have this choice and that not everyone would always have the courage to defy community norms when it came to cousin marriages. When I asked her what had contributed to her luck, Khadija's view was that 'sometimes you make your own luck'. She had been aware of the family expectation about cousin marriages from a very early age. Since she did not approve of the practice she decided that she had 'to work on' her parents' views:
Khadija: You have to fight...drag your heels really....It is not easy but then nothing worth having in life is easy. I did have faith though... that my dad is a reasonable man and he will listen to me if I could make a good enough case. After all he knows that I am his daughter and can be as stubborn as him! Khadija's point about making your own luck is interesting. She did not claim that she just had the lucky circumstance of being born in a middle class family with a 'reasonable' man as her father. Instead, she also talked about having the 'courage to defy community norms', which she also acknowledged not every woman from her cultural background would have. Her story reflects her agency as a woman of strong character (in her words 'stubborn') who actively intervened in family decisions that affected her. She was also one of only two women among my research participants who explicitly used the English term 'feminism'.
Khadija referred to me as a feminist and argued that she was not my kind of feminist. When I asked her about the reason for this argument, she mentioned that because she does not have a PhD and does not know the theory of feminism. However she had a clear view of the kind of feminist she thought she was: Khadija's view on feminism is very revealing of her consciousness as a woman who has had to fight and work to make her wishes come true. I believe when she says 'I am not a modern feminist', she wants to distinguish herself from the caricature of radical feminists as 'man haters'. Yet her life shows aspects of feminist struggle; of negotiation and work in shifting the power balance in her favour. She has achieved this not by outrightly rejecting and rebelling against the authority of men but by using the soft powers of compromise, tact and manipulation. Her remark about men also being 'victims of culture' shows a nuanced understanding of the relationship between culture and power. In direct contradiction of the simplistic 'third world' and 'oppressed woman' imagery which she feels can be projected on her because she wears a headscarf, Khadija sees herself as a practical feminist. In some media Shabnam, Kanta and Khadija were all subversive to varying degrees in their engagement with family expectations and ideals about marriage and their role in it. Yet they did this whilst remaining committed to their ideals about family. Here post-colonial-feminism was finding a role within rather than outside the structures of the family. This is also in keeping with new research which has highlighted the diversity of Indian women's experiences and struggles related to different types of marriage and family settings (Sen, Biswas and Dhawan 2011) .
My interviewees subscribed to a view of feminism which was 'fit for purpose' to achieve their goals in an arranged marriage and varied considerably in ambition: for Shabnam it was wanting to embrace a version of modernity, for Kanta it was incorporating the idea of falling in love in an arranged marriage setting, and for Khadija it was taking a stance against cousin marriages. They achieved this by working with and not against the scripts that regulate gender relations in their cultures. In this way they were successful in extracting a favourable 'bargain with patriarchy' (Kandyoti 1988), whereby in spite of both genders complying with the existing cultural rules and regulations governing gender relations, there is always room for these gender roles and rules to 'be contested, redefined and renegotiated' (Kandiyoti 1988, 286) . The individual power tactics of these three women were central to their success in achieving what they wanted from an arranged marriage. In this process they were also instrumental in redefining and readapting the customs and rituals of arranged marriages to suit their identities as Asian women in Britain.
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So how do their accounts of arranged marriages inform our understanding of postcolonial feminism? Is it just about compromise and bargaining for power? I argue that it is not. While compromise does play an important role in renegotiating the terms of patriarchy to suit the ambitions and desires of these women, it is not the sole characteristic of what Khadija referred to as a feminism 'fit for purpose'. These examples of women arranging their own marriages call for a more nuanced look at two long standing issues in debates on feminism;
the idea of agency and the conception of power and its role in the struggle for women's rights. I will discuss both of them in turn.
A post-colonial view of feminism calls for thinking about agency in much more complex ways. Veena Das (2010, 137) has argued that there is a tendency in social theory to view agency as something to be detected only at 'moments of resistance or at moments of transgression'. In this view of agency, ordinary life and its expressions are seen as products of habit not requiring any active agency. Das argues that this is a flawed model of agency which borrows from a certain kind of heroic view of resistance and which does not give due recognition to the daily struggles, tactics and strategies which are involved in enacting everyday life. A similar argument is made by James Scott (1985) hooks' assertion that 'men must be part of the feminist movement, and they must feel that they have a major role to play in the eradication of sexism ' (1993, 37) .
Approaching agency from this perspective also necessitates giving due recognition to the role of soft power in post-colonial feminist struggle. As much as one might wish for organised feminism and revolutions, which will reverse the power balance overnight, we find that the zero sum idea of power where power has to be seized from men does not always work. John Allen's (2003) conception of the modalities of power is useful to illustrate this point. Allen argues that power is not capacity that is held by a select few or kept in reserve to be unleashed at opportune times but instead 'a relational effect of interaction ' (2003, 2) . He lists domination, authority, seduction, manipulation, coercion, negotiation and persuasion as examples of the modalities of power which both men and women have access to. Since social interaction is an essential aspect of our lives, power is something that all of us can exercise depending on which modalities of power we choose to subscribe to. Along similar lines, Nancy Hartsock's work on 'the feminist theory of power' understands power as 'energy and competence rather than dominance' (Hartsock, 1983, 224) . The emphasis on the relational aspect of power and of wider social processes ( See Tilly 2002) is key to understanding the ways in which power is exercised by women in joint and extended families among South Asians. Familial relations can lend themselves to manipulation, negotiation and persuasion and as such they feature most prominently in the women's stories here. For example, we find Khadija using the powers of negotiation in 'making a good case' against cousin marriage to 22 her parents. We see manipulation working for Shabnam as a way to make her family politics work in her favour. As such, adopting a post-colonial perspective on feminism and giving due recognition to the various modalities of power can help us to see that some women are able to exercise power by utilising its different types of modalities to achieve their own empowerment.
Conclusions
The examples cited here challenge ethnocentric interpretations of arranged marriage practices and the role of women within them. However, it is important to note that this is not an invitation to cultural relativism. Instead it calls for more plural and nuanced understandings of the cultural and social factor that guide women's life choices in non-western cultural which can be conceived as being malleable and amenable to change under the right kind of incentives (Phillips, 2009:28) . 2 The dupatta is an organza shawl which is part of traditional sub-continental women's outfit called salwaar kameez. 
